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Current status and future prospects for justice 
research in environmental management
Anna Lukasiewicz, Stephen Dovers, Libby Robin, Jennifer McKay, 
Steven G.M. Schilizzi and Sonia Graham
A space for justice research in environmental management
A central aim of this book has been to provide a space where researchers from diverse 
disciplines can come together to discuss a common topic, which they approach from vastly 
different starting points. Given the interdisciplinarity of this field, there is very little space 
in academia where a social psychologist can talk to a geographer about the river red gum’s 
right to water and where the classical philosopher can read about what they said and the 
economist can contribute to the discussion. The workshop preceding this book was a first 
step in creating such a space in Australia.
This book represents a collection of contemporary research in the field of justice and 
the environment. As such, it is a first attempt at mapping out the diversity of a vaguely 
defined interdisciplinary field and the semantics of justice approaches within it. While we 
have deliberately avoided imposing an organisational structure or overarching definitions 
in this book, the act of collecting and bringing together different justice concepts is a first 
step towards greater consolidation and synthesis. The different justice typologies presented 
in Chapter 1 should go a long way to clear up confusion over the names and meanings of 
different justice strands that a researcher can pursue. It should also help better ‘manage’ 
the differences in how justice is viewed by stakeholders, as highlighted in Chapter 15, 
which can lead to the unexpected or unwanted consequences described in Chapter 13.
Doing justice research
An important contribution of this book is starting a discussion on how to do justice 
research. Synthesis and analysis of the various methods used by our contributors reveal a 
preference for mixing qualitative and quantitative methods for complementarity and 
validation. The variety of methods used in environmental justice research reflects the 
diversity of disciplinary backgrounds of contributing scholars and once again highlights 
the interdisciplinarity of the field, as stated in Chapter 4:
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to evaluate distributive justice effectively, researchers will benefit from an 
understanding of both physical and social science ... To understand and influence 
procedural justice, researchers will benefit from legal, institutional and social science 
expertise.
An important contribution of the workshop that preceded this book has been a 
discussion of motivations for doing justice research (summarised in Chapter 1) and the 
provisional classification of the types of justice researchers that contribute to the field 
based on the centrality of the justice focus in their research (with ‘core’ researchers 
explicitly focusing on justice, ‘affiliated’ ones working in a similar space, ‘incidental’ ones 
who do not set out to study justice but find it crops up in their results and ‘interested’ 
researchers who find justice relevant and necessary to their research but do not pursue it 
themselves). All of these researcher categories are represented in this book and the fact 
that most of the contributions are from people who describe themselves as ‘affiliated’ or 
‘incidental’ explains the fragmentation and disconnect in the field.
Focus on process as an entry point into distribution
This book places justice as a central concern of environmental conflicts and tensions. 
A common source of such tensions is the question over who benefits and who pays the 
costs of using natural resources. Indeed all the chapters in Part 2, and most in Part 3, deal 
with this question, whether the resource is water, mining or forestry. However, while the 
contexts differ greatly, all of these case studies are concerned first and foremost with 
aspects of procedural and interactional (including relational and informational) justice. 
Indeed it seems that the entry-point to dealing with issues of injustice is by looking at 
processes. Thus Chapter 5 looks at procedural justice principles and public participation 
more broadly in assessing the shortcomings of public–private partnerships in building 
water infrastructure provision; Chapter 6 focuses on relational justice to understand how 
injustice can be minimised in the context of mineral exploration; Chapter 7 exposes 
mismatches in expectations between the theory and practice of informational, temporal 
and procedural fairness in adaptation planning; while Chapter 8 focuses directly on how 
the failure of integrating procedural justice principles ultimately derailed the Tasmanian 
forestry negotiations. Chapters 9 and 10 both look at recognition of previously (and 
currently) excluded stakeholders: Indigenous Australians and animals.
The focus on procedural and interactional justice partly comes from the understanding 
that perfect distributive justice (where everyone is satisfied with their allocation) may be 
impossible or impractical (because there may not be win–win solutions), but also from the 
realisation that the pursuit of distributive justice (however imperfect) relies on having just 
processes (as is pointed out in Chapter 15). This does involve giving greater attention and 
protection to marginalised and politically weaker stakeholders (as pointed out in Chapters 
9 and 14). However, as Chapter 3 points out, it is not enough to simply mandate good 
processes and public participation, because the history of participative planning in NRM 
has tended to promote advocacy through its recourse to stakeholder advisory groups. In 
practice, the distributive and procedural aspects of justice are intertwined; however, 
focusing on process is a common entry point to distributive justice.
While the importance (and complexity!) of distributive justice must not be over-looked, 
neither is the focus on procedural (and interactional) justice unwarranted. We must 
continue to examine the ownership and management arrangements subsisting over natural 
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resources and examine if the models selected to achieve procedural (and other) justice 
mentioned in the introduction (see Fig. 1.1) are adequate. We in modern Australia are in a 
position to further develop world leading governance arrangements. Are the new 
governance models trusted? It is essential for the community to have trust in the organs of 
government and the rule of law, and this needs to be a priority to build on models that exist 
at all levels of government.
Putting justice at the centre of management
Contributors to this book place justice at the centre of environmental management. We 
believe that justice has a right of residence alongside other legitimate aspects (such as 
sustainability), rather than being an interesting afterthought or an addition to current 
management approaches. Environmental conflicts can, and should be, approached from a 
holistic justice perspective because justice is inherent in our conceptualisations of 
sustainability, including ecologically sustainable development (Chapter 16) and sustainable 
development (Chapter 2), as noted in Chapter 3 ‘it seems evident that the search for justice 
is an essential and integral part of achieving sustainability’.
As various contributing authors have stated, a key way for justice research to have 
impact in the real world (which is the explicit intention of justice researchers) is the 
continued development of a justice ‘discourse’ (Chapter 3), ‘legibility’ (Chapters 11 and 17) 
and a ‘lexicon’ (Chapter 18). Justice concepts need to be discussed by decision makers and 
stakeholders, both of whom currently shy away from expressing their management goals 
and policies in terms of justice due to the pervading influence of economics, or at least a 
certain type of economic interpretations (Chapter 3) and a lack of understanding of justice 
(Chapter 18). As many contributors here have pointed out, at the very least, consideration 
of justice in NRM can lessen unintended and incidental injustices and thus improve 
decision making. Chapters 11, 14 and 17 bring justice into management through their use 
of empirical case studies and frameworks: approaches familiar to managers and policy 
makers. As stated in Chapter 18, ‘justice advocates might be surprised how pro-justice 
many officials would like to be’.
Predictions for the future
We would like to end by commenting on possible future loci for justice research. As 
Australia’s reliance on natural resources continues, we foresee that conflicts and tensions 
in water, mining and forestry will continue as current and new stakeholders press their 
claims for recognition and fairer (re)distribution of benefits. Similarly, the role of the 
environment as both an object and subject of justice will continue to be debated and the 
implications of treating the environment as a resource or a stakeholder will continue to 
lead to different management approaches (as illustrated in Chapter 10). The exploration of 
the inherent complexities of justice (such as the meanings of equity discussed in Chapter 
15) will also continue, eventually leading to better manage different and potentially 
conflicting views of justice across communities that, economically and culturally, are 
increasingly heterogeneous.
Let us reiterate the three areas for justice research outlined in Chapter 18. First, in an 
increasingly urban world, questions of access to environmental amenity and comfortable 
livelihoods in cities continue as urbanisation marginalises more people. This includes 
access to clean air, green spaces and public parks within cities. Second, as carbon 
Natural Resources and Environmental Justice266
constraints shift energy systems, some financially and socially vulnerable communities 
may be unintentionally left behind, without the resources to access new technologies and 
opportunities, as opposed to being treated unjustly by deliberate decisions. This includes 
the intended and unintended consequences of new schemes such as carbon farming and 
access to alternative sources of energy. Third, those dealing with the distribution of 
environmental benefits must equally consider the distribution of environmental harms, 
especially because the social vulnerability to natural hazards tends to be greatest among 
those who are already marginalised and vulnerable in other aspects of life (i.e. precisely 
the groups that justice researchers tend to focus on).
Finally, what have we learned about researching justice through our original workshop, 
and through the formal and informal collaborative processes in developing this book? 
First, we note that justice is a concept that demands integrative research. No single 
disciplinary framework can fully capture its legal, moral and practical implications. 
Among our (six!) editors and (many) contributors, we have training in many disciplines: 
ecology, geography, governance, economics, history, law, public policy and sociology, to 
name just a few. What we share is our commitment to getting beyond the limits of the 
methods of our original disciplines to new insights that draw on collaboration across 
disciplinary frameworks. Justice research is read by people in many places. It is most often 
generated in strongly interdisciplinary environments, through either workplaces that are 
integrative in style or individuals who read and write across several disciplines. The 
contributors here all fit this description, and the book itself is a product of such 
conversations. Justice is practical stuff. We are seeking findings that are relevant to 
practical situations in the real world. NRM is also a complex, multidisciplinary craft, with 
a focus on actual outcomes. Ensuring justice in NRM practice is demanding on many 
levels. Above all, it demands consultation with the people on the ground in each situation, 
especially those who suffer injustice now or are at risk of suffering injustices in the future. 
Specific case studies and individual stories are as important to justice research as 
frameworks that summarise its overarching structures. This book has worked to put the 
case studies and frameworks together in new conversations about justice in NRM.
